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Harriet Jacobs was born in North Carolina in the early 1800s. Jacobs 
never realized she was a slave until her mother died when she was six. 
Jacobs then moved in with her grandmother and her white mistress. 
The mistress died when Jacobs was eleven, and she was then sent to Dr. 
James Norcom (known as “Dr. Flint” in her autobiography). Jacobs suf-
fered physical and sexual abuse from Dr. Norcom for numerous years, 
and she became involved with a white neighbor, Samuel Sawyer, simply 
so she could stay away from Norcom. They had two children together, 
Joseph and Louisa. Joseph was born when Jacobs was only sixteen years 
old.
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Quick Facts
* 1812-1897
* African-
American 
memoirist and 
educator
* Her only 
book, Incidents 
in the Life of a 
Slave Girl, was 
published in 
1861
This page was researched and 
submitted by: Brandon Harold 
Broxey, Jacob Matthew Elo, Amy 
Elizabeth Lambert, Douglas 
Thomas Moll, Abigail Kristine Si-
mon, and Melissa Marie Sundem 
on 3/4/99.
I have not written my experiences in order to 
attract attention to myself, on the contrary, it 
would have been more pleasant to me to have 
been silent about my own history. . .I want 
to add my testimony to that of abler pens to 
convince the people of the free states what 
slavery really is. Only by experience can any-
one realize how deep, and dark, and foul that 
pit of abominations. May the blessings of God 
rest on this imperfect effort on behalf of my 
persecuted people.
          — Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl
“
”
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In 1835, Jacobs escaped from Norcom and went into hiding for seven years. In an attempt to get Norcom 
to sell her children, Jacobs wrote numerous letters to him, mentioning that she had escaped to the North. 
She thought Norcom would sell her children if he thought she wasn’t coming back, but that never hap-
pened. In 1842, Jacobs made her escape to the North and managed to have her daughter, Louisa, sent to 
Brooklyn to be with her. They then moved to Rochester to escape Norcom, who was looking for her, and 
joined a circle of abolitionists that worked for Fredrick Douglass’s newspaper, The North Star.
In 1853, her employer bought her from Norcom’s family, thus releasing her from being a fugitive. In 1863, 
Jacobs moved to Alexandria, Virginia, with her daughter. There they organized medical care for the Civil 
War victims and provided emergency relief supplies. In Alexandria, Jacobs made perhaps her greatest 
contribution by establishing The Jacobs Free School. This was an institution that provided black teach-
ers for the refugees. In 1865, they then relocated to Savannah, Georgia, where they continued their relief 
work. After two short stops in Cambridge and England, they made their final move to Washington, D.C. , 
in 1877.
Jacobs wrote her only book in 1861, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. She used the name Linda Brent, 
and the book was published pseudonomously. The book ended with the freedom of Jacobs and her daugh-
ter. Besides her novel, Jacobs made great strides for the black community. Jacobs helped organize the Na-
tional Association of Colored Women in Washington DC, established The Jacobs Free School, and helped 
many black refugees. Jacobs died on March 7, 1897 at the age of 84.
© 2009 Regents of the University of Minnesota. All rights reserved.
The University of Minnesota is an equal opportunity educator and employer.
Harriet
Jacobs
Works by the author
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861).
Works about the author
Cutter, Martha J. “Dismantling ‘The Master’s House’: Critical Literacy in Harriet Jacobs’   
 Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl” (Callaloo: A Journal of African-American and African 
 Arts and Letters, 1996).
Daniel, Janice B. “A New Kind of Hero: Harriet Jacobs’ ‘Incidents’” (Southern Quarterly: A 
 Journal of the Arts in the South, 1997).
Fleischner, Jennifer. Mastering Slavery: Memory, Family, and Identity in Women’s Slave 
 Narratives (New York University Press, 1996).
Jones, Anne Goodwyn. “Engendered in the South: Blood and Irony in Douglass and Jacobs” in 
 Haunted Bodies: Gender and Southern Texts, ed. Jones and Susan V. Donaldson (University 
 Press of Virginia, 1997).
Lindgren, Margaret. “Harriet Jacobs, Harriet Wilson, and the Redoubled Voice in Black 
 Autobiography” (Obsidian II: Black Literature in Review, 1993).
Marshall, Elaine. “Irruptions of the Grotesque in Harriet Jacobs’ Incidents in the Life of a Slave 
 Girl” (JAISA: The Journal of the Association for the Interdisciplinary Study of the Arts, 
 1997).
Martin, Terry J. “Harriet A. Jacobs (Linda Brent) (c. 1813-1897)” in Nineteenth-Century 
 American Women Writers: A Bio-Bibliographical Critical Sourcebook, ed. Denise D. Knight 
 and Emmanuel S. Nelson (Greenwood, 1997).
Skinfill, Mauri. “Nation and Miscegenation: Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl” (Arizona 
 Quarterly: A Journal of American Literature, Culture, and Theory, 1995).
Sorisio, Carolyn. “’There Is Might In Each’: Conceptions of Self in Harriet Jacobs’ Incidents in 
 the Life of a Slave Girl, Written by Herself” (Legacy: A Journal of Americn Women Writers, 
 1996).
Warhol, Robyn R. “‘Reader, Can You Imagine? No, You Cannot’: The Narratee as Other in 
 Harriet Jacobs’s Text” (Narrative, 1995).
Yellin, Jean Fagan. “Incidents in the Life of Harriet Jacobs” in The Seductions of Biography, ed. 
 Mary Rhiel, David Suchoff, and William S. McFeely (Routledge, 1996).
Selected Bibliography
3
Harriet
Jacobs
© 2009 Regents of the University of Minnesota. All rights reserved.
The University of Minnesota is an equal opportunity educator and employer.
